Lawmakers Propose the HEARTH Act to Aid Millions of Homeless Americans by Graham, Nigel
Public Interest Law Reporter
Volume 13
Issue 1 Winter 2008 Article 9
2008
Lawmakers Propose the HEARTH Act to Aid
Millions of Homeless Americans
Nigel Graham
Follow this and additional works at: http://lawecommons.luc.edu/pilr
Part of the Housing Law Commons
This News is brought to you for free and open access by LAW eCommons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Public Interest Law Reporter by an
authorized administrator of LAW eCommons. For more information, please contact law-library@luc.edu.
Recommended Citation
Nigel Graham, Lawmakers Propose the HEARTH Act to Aid Millions of Homeless Americans, 13 Pub. Interest L. Rptr. 60 (2008).
Available at: http://lawecommons.luc.edu/pilr/vol13/iss1/9
Loyola Public Interest Law Reporter
LAWMAKERS PROPOSE THE
HEARTH ACT TO AID
MILLIONS OF HOMELESS
AMERICANS
by NIGEL Giwow
T he proposed Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition toHousing Act (HEARTH Act) is the newest piece of federal legislation
geared towards assisting the homeless. The HEARTH Act was introduced in
the U.S. House of Representatives on Feb. 6, 2007 by Rep. Julia Carson [D-
IN], Rep. Geoff Davis [R-KY], Rep. Barbara Lee [D-CA], and Rep. Rick
Renzi [R-AZ].'
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The main goal of this bi-partisan act is to amend and reauthorize title IV of
the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act of 1987 (McKinney-Vento). 2 If
passed, the HEARTH Act would increase funding for U.S. Housing and Ur-
ban Development (HUD) programs, expand the definition of homelessness,
and seek increased local input concerning the administration of housing and
service programs. 3
"This bill has bipartisan support, and I am positive that it will have a positive
impact on decreasing the approximately 3.5 million Americans who are
thought to be homeless at some point in the next year," said Rep. Carson.4
A BRIEF HISTORY OF FEDERAL HOMELESSNESS LEGISLATION
At the beginning of the Reagan Presidency, the Administration's stance was
that local governments were best equipped to deal with issues pertaining to
homelessness. 5 However, increasing public pressure led to a federal task force
on homelessness in 1983 intended to aid local governments in obtaining fed-
eral resources to battle homelessness.' Following bipartisan advocacy in Con-
gress, President Reagan signed the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act
into law on July 22, 1987.7 Title IV of McKinney-Vento provides for such
HUD programs as "the Emergency Shelter Grant program, the Supportive
Housing Demonstration Program, Supplemental Assistance for Facilities to As-
sist the Homeless, and Section 8 Single Room Occupancy Moderate
Rehabilitation. "8
Earlier this year, in recognition of the 20th anniversary of McKinney-Vento,
HUD Secretary Alphonso Jackson stated, "We've come a long way from where
we were 20 years ago, not only in terms of understanding homelessness, but
how we confront it. This landmark law continues to be a lifeline for those
living on the streets and in our shelters."9 However, Jackson warned that "we
can't rest on our laurels.. .we must continue to work to end the revolving door
for those who are homeless as a way of life."' 0
THE HEARTH ACT GIVES McKINNEY-VENTO MORE BITE
Jackson's warning appears to have been heeded. The HEARTH Act strength-
ens McKinney-Vento by making several major alterations.
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First, the Act seeks increased federal funding for the various McKinney-Vento
programs administered by HUD." The House has appropriated $1.8 billion
for homeless assistance grants for 2008; the HEARTH Act would authorize
$2.5 billion for these programs. 1 2
Under the HEARTH Act, there will be more local decision making than before
in determining how to allocate the increased funding towards housing and
service programs." These decisions will be made through Community Home-
less Assistance Planning Boards."4 These local boards are to include individuals
such as advocates for the homeless, members of homeless assistance organiza-
tions receiving government money, government officials responsible for ad-
ministering funds to assist the homeless, members of the business community,
members of faith based organizations and individuals who have experienced or
are currently experiencing homelessness.1 5 Brad Paul, Executive Director of the
National Policy and Advocacy Council on Homelessness, endorsed this ele-
ment of the HEARTH Act. "[It would] give communities - rural, urban and
suburban alike - some of the necessary tools to respond to the crisis of home-
lessness, rather than force a one size fits all solution" said Paul."
Another important aspect of the HEARTH Act is that it expands HUD's defi-
nition of homelessness. 7 This expanded definition offers assistance to "those
who are living in doubled-up situations or in hotels/motels."" The revised
definition will "include the types of homeless situations that families and chil-
dren most often encounter" said Rep. Davis."
Furthermore, the expanded definition provides a more accurate picture of
homelessness according to Rene Heybach, Legal Director of the Chicago Coa-
lition for the Homeless, 20 Her main focus is on the 10,000 children in the
City of Chicago, as identified by the Chicago Public School system, who are
considered homeless under the revised definition.21 "It is important that the
truth be told about the full scope of the lack of adequate housing in our com-
munity" said Heybach.2 2
Additional features of the HEARTH Act include the consolidation of HUD
programs, excluding the Emergency Shelter Grants, into one streamlined pro-
gram.2 3 For the first time, homelessness prevention programs will be eligible
for HUD funding.24 There also are added protections for victims of domestic
violence whereby any disclosure of identifying information by an agent of a
housing or service agency is strictly prohibited.
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HEARTH Act Key Provisions
* Increases federal funding for certain HUD programs
* Allows for local decision making in administering housing and service programs
* Expands HUD's definition of homelessness to include situations where individuals are
doubled-up or living in motels
* Consolidates most HUD programs into one streamlined program
* Makes some homelessness prevention programs eligible for HUD funding.
ADVOCATES FOR THE HEARTH ACT AND ITS CURRENT STATUS
Several groups have been working behind the scenes to push for legislators to
introduce a bill like the HEARTH Act.
"For many years groups have wanted to see the [McKinney-Vento] Act
reauthorized" said Laurel Weir, Policy Director for the National Law Center
on Homelessness and Poverty (NCLHP).2 6
The NCLHP and numerous other advocacy groups for the homeless contrib-
uted to the content of the HEARTH Act.2 7 These groups, along with HUD,
realized that there needed to be a change in the way that the HUD programs
created under the McKinney-Vento Act were administered.2 8 This led to the
conclusion that "consolidation of these programs would make things simpler
and expand eligible activities." 2 9
Other groups endorsing the HEARTH Act include Volunteers of America,
National Policy and Advocacy Council on Homelessness, National Coalition
for Homeless Veterans, and Catholic Charities USA. 30
NCLHP Executive Director Maria Foscarinis called the Act "a step towards. .
making good on Congress's 20-year-old promise [in McKinney Vento] to end
homelessness."3 1
With 84 co-sponsors in the House, the HEARTH Act has been referred to the
Subcommittee on Housing and Community Opportunity.32 On Oct. 16,
2007, Diane Nilan, president and founder of HEAR US Inc., a homelessness
advocacy group, gave compelling testimony before Congress conveying the ur-
gency of the HEARTH Act's provisions: 33
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"Now, more than ever, as we witness hundreds of thousands of foreclosures,
with the inevitable downward spiral towards homelessness for families who
awoke to the American nightmare - families who find themselves struggling to
keep a roof over their heads, as they double-up with friends or families, or
move into a motel . . . - now this country should be embracing a comprehen-
sive, well-thought out, adequately funded approach to ending homelessness." 3 1
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